This article reports the findings of a study commissioned by the Montana Small Schools
Educational leaders facing declining student populations and dwindling budgets are once again struggling with the issue of how to sustain small schools in rural communities (Powers, 2009; Ross, 2011) . With financial support of The Oro Y Plata Foundation, the Montana Small Schools Alliance (MSSA) established the Frontier Schools Project to increase understanding about, and to provide assistance to, the small rural schools and their communities in the most remote places of the state. As an essential first step the MSSA sought to understand the challenges and sustainability practices of this important element of public education in Montana. The rationale was that profiling the unique challenges facing these small "frontier" schools could enable MSSA and other organizations, as well as state and federal agencies, to develop possible solutions to the challenges and provide supportive assistance.
A further consideration was that revealing facts about frontier schools and their communities in Montana may also begin to inform urban-minded myths and fill an important void in the education literature about the circumstances of such schools that serve a necessary role in rural America. This article reports the findings of surveys and focus group research to identify the challenges and sustainability practices of Montana frontier school districts.
Challenges Rural Schools Face
The challenges facing rural schools impact all states across the country. For example, Allen and Sloan (2005) reported funding small schools is becoming a pressing issue in Maine because of numerous factors, including state and federal accountability laws and declining enrollments. Challenges facing Maine's small rural schools include attracting and retaining qualified teachers, including specialty teachers such as music teachers, nurses, and science teachers; increasing proportions of students living in poverty, and declining availability of trained special education staff for students with severe, low-incidence disabilities.
Declining student populations, combined with instances of lower test scores and problems with teacher retention, have caused Midwestern states to revisit the question of whether further school consolidations -either through mandates or incentives -need to be considered as part of the solution to providing quality education for students in the 21st century (Kliewer, 2001) . In California, the economic crisis threatens the sustainability of small rural schools, particularly the one-room schoolhouses (The Associated Press, 2009 ). Minnesota researchers (Williams, Nierengarten, Munson, Riordan, & Corbett, 2009 ) noted proposed solutions to address economic issues in rural districts have included mandates to consolidate, collaborate and cooperate. Howley, Johnson, and Petrie (2011) pointed out, however, that the extent of consolidation varies across states due to their considerable differences in history, geography, population density, and politics. These authors emphasize "contemporary research does not support claims about the widespread benefits of consolidation. The assumptions behind such claims are most often dangerous oversimplifications" (p. 3).
Numerous researchers and authors have investigated and/or described the challenges rural schools face (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010; Broton, Mueller, Schultz, & Gaona, 2009; Brown & Swanson, 2003; Harmon, 2003; Stephens, 1998) and the close relationship between a rural school and its community (Beaulieu & Gibbs, 2005; Chance & Cummins 1988; Gjelten, 1982; Harmon & Schafft, 2009; Lyson, 2002; Miller, 1993; Scafft & Harmon, 2010) . But little is known about the smallest of the small rural schools, the "frontier schools" serving the most isolated of rural communities across the United States.
Frontier Schools
Approximately 10 years ago, Howley and Harmon (2000a) reported that more than 1,000 school districts with 200 or fewer students remained in rural areas of the United States. Generally, compared to other locales, a larger percentage of students in rural America are enrolled in very small public schools (Provasnik et al., 2007) . At the elementary level, the percentage of students in rural areas attending public schools with an enrollment below 200 (10.4%) was about three times as large as the percentage in towns (3.4%), about 7 times as large as the percentage in cities (1.5%), and about 10 times as large as the percentage in suburbs (1%). At the secondary level, similar differences existed, with the percentage of students in rural areas attending public schools with enrollments of less than 200 (9%) more than three times larger than the percentages in cities, suburbs, and towns (ranging from 1 to 2%).
Educational historians might view small rural schools as remnants of the "one-room" or "country" school (Gaither, 2003; Fuller, 1982) . Researchers might view them as outliers or anomalies that seldom fit "normal" schools today (DeYoung, 1991; DeYoung 1987 ). Yet, these schools possess many of the characteristics that current education reformers seek to implement, such as a smaller and more personalized learning environment for each student, better connections between the school and parents of students, and a focused curriculum that integrates academic and practical learning.
Defining Frontier Schools
A workable definition of rural schools on the "frontier" has been elusive for educators and researchers. However, when the federal government added the Small, Rural School Achievement Program to the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, it created a definition for allocating funds to small rural school districts. Eligible for funds were school districts of 600 or fewer students in a county with a population density of fewer than 10 persons per square mile and a U.S. Department of Education rural local code of 7 or 8 (US Department of Education, 2002) . In the western part of the United States, however, such a definition of rural may be too inclusive. In Montana, for example, the definition included the majority of school districts in the state (McCulloch, 2008) . Determining a more accurate operational definition proved to be the first challenge in researching schools on the Montana frontier. MSSA project investigators decided on the term "frontier" to identify the small schools and communities that are actually a sub-group of rural America. Frontier schools exist in places that are exceptionally remote, particularly in comparison to most rural schools in the eastern United States.
Although a review of literature in the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC) system contained considerable information on one-room schools, no documents discussed the modern frontier school. An Internet search revealed that The National Center for Frontier Communities (NCFC) based in Ojo Sarco, New Mexico claims it is "the only national organization dedicated to the smallest and most geographically isolated communities in the United States -the Frontier" (para #1, home page).
In 1997, NCFC used a methodology from the National Institutes of Health and convened a group of rural health professionals to read background papers and develop a scale of "frontierness" rather than a specific definition. The group weighed three factors. The first was density or persons per square mile; the second was distance to a market or service center, and the third was the time it took to drive to the nearest market or service center. While relevant, the matrix was not satisfactory for the Montana frontier schools project because of the sliding scale features. Consequently, the researchers considered various Although many small schools in remote Montana areas offer a learning environment that larger schools in urban areas find almost impossible to emulate, these isolated schools face many challenges that jeopardize their future success and even their existence. The primary purpose of the study was to describe the challenges confronting small rural "frontier" schools in Montana and the practices that contribute to their sustainability. The study provided an opportunity for those most involved in frontier schools --teachers, administrators, school board chairs, and community supporters (i.e., lay citizens) to provide their perceptions of challenges and sustainability practices of frontier schools.
Methods
The study used a mixed-methods approach that included initial surveys and follow-up focus groups. The study was conducted in two phases from February 2009 to April 2010. A total of 141 frontier school districts in 42 Montana counties comprised the target population for the study.
Instrument
Surveys for school district personnel and school board chairs were developed from a survey of K-12 unit schools in the United States designed by Howley and Harmon (2000a) . The survey was pilot tested over a two-month period with four school districts in the fall of 2008 and slight modifications made to clarify selected questions. The survey contained 20 questions, including demographic information, current school district challenges, and practices that may contribute to the sustainability of the school. School and district personnel were asked to indicate (a) what they perceived were the major challenges to the district, and (b) to explain the first, second and third most important challenges. A challenge was defined as a pressing issue at the current time. School board chairs were asked to indicate in order of importance the three greatest challenges facing the school district at the current time. Using a rating scale of not important, somewhat important, important, very important, and extremely important, school district personnel and school board chairs were asked to rate the importance of eight factors in sustaining small rural public school(s) in the school district.
Procedures
In phase one, the Montana Small Schools Alliance office administered the survey to frontier school district personnel who participated in MSSA professional development workshop sessions in February and March, 2009 . In phase two in January 2010, using Survey Monkey the same instrument was posted on the MSSA web site to solicit responses from personnel (i.e., teachers and administrators) in the frontier school districts who had not participated in the workshops. A similar paper and pencil survey was also developed for completion by school board chairs of each frontier school district. The MSSA office mailed the survey in January 2010, with a timeline of one month to respond, to the 141 school board chairs in the target group.
As a follow-up effort to solicit additional surveys from non-respondents to the web and mailed surveys, county superintendents and regional service center directors were asked to disseminate information about the study and to encourage response. A total of 237 school district personnel (92 MSSA workshop participants and 145 web survey participants) completed the surveys. Ensuring confidentiality for teachers and others in small schools was a prime concern for the researchers. Web-participants were requested to provide their school district's four digit legal identity code as an identifier. As most respondents were unable to provide this code, it was impossible to calculate a response rate for the survey population of teachers and administrators; however, it was estimated at between 40 -60 % of the target population. The chairs of 57 school boards (40%) completed the paper and pencil survey.
Focus Group Participants
Additionally, workshop, web, and school board chair survey respondents were asked to provide the names and phone numbers of two community members (i.e., lay citizens) not employed by the school district who were strong advocates of the school and knew its value to the community or area the school served. These persons were defined as "local supporters" of the frontier school in their communities and made up the list of 202 potential focus group members, 60 of whom agreed to participate in a focus group. In phase two, the researchers conducted six focus groups across the state of Montana with 49 of the 60 "local supporters" of the frontier schools. A focus group protocol was developed by the researchers to guide focus group sessions. One researcher facilitated the protocol (consultant) while the second researcher (MSSA director) served as note taker. The focus group sessions were conducted in March and April of 2010 in restaurants at a regional location convenient to invited participants. Sessions were held from 6 pm to 8:30 pm with dinner provided. Focus group sessions were recorded, with written transcriptions produced by an experienced court reporter.
Data Analysis
Data from surveys were entered into the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 11.5 Windows) for analysis. Demographic characteristics were profiled. First, major challenges of the school districts were analyzed, followed by an analysis of practices that contributed to the sustainability of frontier schools. A Cronbach alpha reliability procedure was conducted on the scale of importance ratings for the eight sustainability reasons in the school district personnel survey (.816) and the school board chair survey (.709).
The researchers analyzed the focus group transcriptions as well as the notes taken by the one researcher at each focus group session. Themes regarding the frontier school as critical to a way of life were identified.
Findings
Highlights of respondent characteristics, school challenges, and sustainability practices and reasons are presented. A copy of the full report, Frontier Schools in Montana: Challenges and Sustainability Practices: A Research Report, is available from the Montana Small Schools Alliance web site at http://mtsmallschools.org/pdf/Montana%20Frontier% 20Schools.pdf
Respondent Characteristics
Of the 237 respondents who were employed by school districts, 218 indicated their primary position of responsibility in the school district. Forty-two (19.3%) of these 218 respondents indicated county superintendent as their primary position of responsibility in the school district. Twenty-seven (12.4%) respondents indicated District Superintendent/Lead Teacher. Only six (2.8%) respondents indicated they served as District Superintendent and School Principal, while 98 (45.0%) respondents indicated District Supervising Teacher. Forty-six (19.7%) respondents were employed as Teachers, and two (0.9%) were employed as Clerks (business managers). In Montana, there are still K-8 districts with a Board of Trustees of three and a District Supervising Teacher, who is a classroom teacher with additional duties that in a larger district would be assigned to a principal. The county superintendent is the superintendent of record for these small K-8 schools with no other administrator.
Of the 237 respondents, 220 indicated the type of school district in which they were employed. One hundred and forty-two respondents (64.5%) were employed in K-8 districts; 44 respondents (20%) were employed in K-12 school districts comprised of only one school in district, and 34 respondents (15.5%) were employed in K-12 school districts that had more than one school in the district. Just over 40.5% of employees had held their current position for more than five years.
Agriculture was the most prevalent type of economic base in more than four-fifths (85.4%) of districts, followed by mixed economies, government services, and recreation and tourism. Manufacturing and retirement were indicated least frequently as the prevalent type of economic base in the school district.
District Student Population
Several questions on the survey asked the participants to describe the school district's student population. Of the 221 respondents, 60 (27.1%) indicated a district enrollment of less than 10 students; over half (53.3%) specified district enrolment of 30 or fewer students and more than twothirds (76.8%) worked in districts that enrolled 75 or fewer students. Fifty-eight (29.1%) respondents indicated that more than 50% of the students in the district were eligible for the federal free and/or reduced lunch program. Forty-eight (24.1%) respondents reported no students eligible for free and or reduced lunch. However, it is possible that in many of these small frontier schools the respondent did not know if students were eligible for free and/or reduced lunch because most of the schools do not offer a lunch program. Many frontier schools do not have a kitchen or a lunch facility.
Major District Challenges
Personnel employed by the school district were asked to indicate what they perceived were the major challenges of the district. A challenge was defined as a pressing issue at the current time (Table 1) . The challenge noted by the highest percentage of respondents was low student enrollment (57.8%), followed by unrealistic federal regulations (50.2%), inadequate financial resources (48.9%), mixed grade levels of students in classroom (32.9%), and difficulty recruiting qualified teacher(s) (32.9%).
The challenges respondents noted least frequently were student use of illegal drugs (2.5%), meeting teacher certification requirements (5.5%), student use of alcohol (5.9%), inadequate distance learning technology (e.g., Internet connectivity) (8.9%), inadequate curriculum/course offerings (9.3%), and, inadequate number of support staff (9.3%).
Most Important District Challenges
After indicating the major challenges faced by the school district, respondents were asked to specify what they perceived were the "most important, "second most important" and "third most important" challenges in the school district (Table 2) . Unrealistic federal expectations 20 9.4
Academically unmotivated students 10 4.7
Mixed grade levels of students in the classroom 9 4.2
Respondents were asked to explain their reason for indicating a challenge as the most important. Sixty-five of the respondents who indicated that low student enrollment was the most important challenge provided an explanation. Most statements reflected the issue of how declining or low numbers of students translated into less funding, elimination of staff, and possible school consolidation or closure.
Fifty-seven respondents provided statements to explain why the item, inadequate financial resources, was the most important challenge for the school district. Statements reflected the impact of financial resources on instructional materials, facilities repair, teacher salaries, special education services, teacher recruitment and retention, linkage of student enrollment to state funding, and ability to offer necessary programs for all students.
Nineteen respondents provided statements to explain why, unrealistic federal expectations was the most important challenge for the school district. Statements reflected unrealistic expectations of federal mandates because of small student enrollments, limited time for teachers to complete paperwork, an overemphasis on testing as the sole measure of student performance, inadequate federal funding to support implementing requirements of regulations, and a general preference for local control in school decision making.
Ten respondents provided statements to explain why academically unmotivated students was the most important challenge of the school district. Statements reflected the inability of students to see relevance in what they were learning, student unwillingness to extend enough effort to succeed academically, and/or a general lack of student responsibility and motivation.
Nine respondents provided statements to explain why the item, mixed-grade levels of students in classroom, was the most important challenge for the school district. Generally, statements reflected how the multi-grade classroom situation placed constraints on the teacher's time to work with individual students in specific grades to meet expected learning standards.
School board chairs were asked to indicate their perceptions of the three greatest challenges (most pressing issues) in order of importance that currently existed in the school district (see Table  3 ). Low student enrollment was noted as the greatest challenge by the highest percentage of respondents (n=20, 35.1%), followed by inadequate financial resources (n=14, 24.6%), and unrealistic federal regulations (n=9, 15.8%). These same three challenges were also identified as the second greatest challenge by 12.7% of respondents. A slightly lower percentage of board chairs noted unrealistic state regulations (10.9%) and threats of school consolidation or closure (10.5%) as the second greatest challenge. With regard to the third greatest challenge, board chairs noted most frequently unrealistic federal regulations (21.6%) and threats of school consolidation or closure (21.6%). 
Sustainability Practices
School district personnel were asked to indicate if selected practices contributed to school sustainability in the district. These practices were grouped into four categories: (1) general operations, (2) staffing, (3) fiscal, and (4) distance learning technology. Approximately two-thirds of the respondents (n = 161, 67.9%) reported the general operations practice of operating multi-grade classrooms contributed to school sustainability in the district. Ninety-nine respondents (41.8%) indicated that operating school facilities to serve community functions positively impacted sustainability. Slightly more than one in ten (n=28, 11.9%) reported that operating on a 4-day schedule contributed to school sustainability.
The 
Sustainability Reasons
Using a rating scale of not important, somewhat important, important, very important, and extremely important, school district personnel were asked to rate the importance of eight factors in sustaining small rural public school(s) in the school district (Table 4 ). Based on the combined ratings of very and extremely important, respondents indicated Importance of school to the community in educating children and/or youth almost twice as often (70%) as any other reason. Lack of opposition in the district to closing the school was selected as the reason by the second highest percentage (38.8%) of school district personnel. School board chairs also rated the importance of the eight reasons in sustaining the small rural public school(s) in the district (Table 5 ). Similar to school district personnel, the factor school board chairs rated most highly was Importance of school to the community in educating children and/or youth. In contrast to district personnel, however, school board chairs generally rated the sustainability impact of more factors as very or extremely important. In essence, personnel who work for the school district (e.g., teachers, administrators, others) perceive some sustainability factors as much less important than do school board chairs. For example, 73.7 % of school board chairs indicated as extremely important the factor Importance of school to the community in educating children and/or youth, compared to 22.1 % of school district personnel respondents. Given the political nature of the school board, it is not surprising that 41.5 % of school board chairs indicated as extremely important the sustainability impact of the factor Key politicians representing the rural area strongly support the school, compared to only 6% of the school district personnel. 
Frontier School Supporters
Forty-nine individuals suggested by school district personnel and board chairs as strong supporters of the frontier community school participated in the six focus group sessions. The 35 cars or trucks that brought the 49 participants to these sessions traveled 3,282 miles, a round trip on average of 96.8 miles. Reflecting the long distances that residents may need to travel to attend meetings in some rural areas of Montana served by frontier schools, one husband and wife traveled a 240 mile round trip to attend the session in their area.
Session participants were asked to describe characteristics of their school, how parents and community (or area) valued the school, the greatest challenge facing the school over the next three years, and to recommend possible solutions to the challenge. Session participants were also asked to explain why the school had been sustained, how the school might be different in five years, and what supporters in the community of frontier schools must do if they want the school to remain sustained and viable to meet the needs of students.
Although survey results provided much data to inform work of the Montana Small Schools Alliance, focus group results added critical information not previously collected in past years by MSSA. Survey results clearly revealed that agriculture is the most prevalent type of economic base in over four-fifths (85.4%) of respondents' districts, followed by 'mixed economies.' Some mixed economies also included agriculture. This means that almost 90 % of frontier school districts exist primarily because the parents work in the agriculture sector of the economy, producing important products such as beef, pork and wheat. One focus group participant described the school as closely associated with the culture of agriculture, as a way of life that was much different than life in town, noting: "It's a culture. That Many focus group participants also saw the impact of having a school on the community, for example, when hiring employees for ranches and local businesses, the presence of a school was an important factor for potential applicants or sons or daughters considering returning to the community. On sustaining the school, one participant remarked.
I think a lot of people are very supportive of having a school in the rural area because if they have a family that comes in to the area or a son that comes back with a family, they want to be able to have the school there for their children. Some participants wanted their children to go to a college and university to learn about modern agricultural practices as preparation for coming back to work in the area or to take over the ranching operation and provided numerous examples of how their children or children of others who attended the small school now live in the community and work as nurses, run their own business (e.g., outfitting) or are ranchers. One participant explained.
Not all children want to leave the area. 
Discussion
Small rural schools on the Montana "frontier" have numerous challenges, as do most schools in America. But the challenges of frontier schools in Montana appear unique to the agricultural way of life that has prevailed since establishment of the West. This finding is consistent with a national study of K-12 unit schools (i.e., all grades in one school) conducted more than a decade ago by Howley & Harmon (2000b) . Their data revealed that K-12 unit schools were usually located in agricultural regions where socioeconomic status was lower than the national average. Most K-12 unit schools were remote from resources such as hospitals, interstate highways, and cities. Howley and Harmon also found that community attitudes toward single-school districts were moderately and positively related to the sustainability of the school. Single school districts, compared to multi-school districts with a K-12 unit school, used cooperative strategies for maximizing resources, such as joining a regional educational service agency or cooperating with other districts. In Montana, a substantial percentage of the "frontier schools" join the Montana Small Schools Alliance for access to educational support services and networking. In 2005, a regional education service agency network began evolving in the state.
Arguably, elementary schools on the Montana frontier might be characterized as a modern version of the one-room schoolhouse of years gone by. Although many Montana elementary schools on the frontier have no cafeteria, lay citizens in focus group sessions did not see this as a disadvantage to the school or an issue that threatens its sustainability. Perhaps the parents of these children perceive packing a lunch as a parent's responsibility, rather than the school having to provide a "free lunch." Many ranching families have wealth as property owners but small incomes, and thus would have children that qualify as eligible for the federal free and reduced price lunch program. One cannot conclude that these "impoverished" children come from homes without the food necessary for bringing a nutritious lunch to school. It is likely also that packing a lunch when a student must be away from home for the day is an accepted way of life on the frontier. Additional research is necessary to investigate this issue, particularly for frontier schools catering to substantial numbers of children from nonranching families, or single parent families.
Declining populations and subsequent loss of school revenue is the issue that most threatens sustaining the small frontier school and its community. Teachers and administrators typically express concerns about budget issues, curriculum offerings, managing multi-grade classrooms, inappropriate state and federal mandates, recruiting and retaining teachers, and isolation from colleagues. While these are critical schooling issues to educators, lay citizens, on the other hand, are more likely to see the school as a vital necessity for maintaining a way of life associated with agriculture and related enterprises. Although recognizing that children need a quality education that prepares them for living in a global world, lay citizens clearly expect the school to support the aspirations and values of living and working in agricultural or other enterprises on the frontier. Lay citizens in the focus groups also understood how agricultural and other enterprises are changing to accommodate global competition, technology innovations, markets for products, and other issues.
A vast majority of these lay citizens also believes that most Americans have little understanding of what it means to live and work in a ranching culture and community. In their view, most policymakers and funders of public education seem to lack an understanding of how very essential schools are to communities, families, and to the ways of life in isolated rural areas. This belief appears consistent with many reports describing the reasons parents and community residents give when combating school closure or consolidation (Beeson, 2002; Celis, 2002; Walker, 2010) . For example, Howley & Harmon (2000b) described a small high school in Tennessee that survived and flourished because of community commitment based on values of family, hard work, and caring for others; community expectations that students may leave to discover a "vocation" elsewhere, but will return with new skills to benefit the community; and a willingness among wealthy residents and businesses to provide supplemental funding. In sustaining the high school, the community articulated a view of the outside world that reflected respect for local perspectives and put local purposes before global ones.
The viewpoints of Montana citizens who participated in the focus groups in this study resemble those presented in other research (Post & Stambach, 1999 ) that highlights a deep and enduring social tension between the centralizing movements of governing bodies, particularly to reduce the costs of providing a public education, and the decentralizing interests of local communities that seek to retain and to define their own identity. Moreover, viewpoints of focus group participants resemble long-held arguments that isolation in rural areas creates the necessity of small schools (Bass, 1988; Bohrson & Gann, 1963; Gjelten & Nachtigal, 1979) and the need to provide public education. In essence, focus group participants argue that residents throughout the state and across the nation enjoy the products that come from isolated rural areas of Montana. Thus, policymakers should support public education as a necessary basic service for citizens who produce the products and choose the associated way of life in isolated rural areas.
The divisive debates and the effects of school consolidation or closure in rural communities are captured in books like There Goes the Neighborhood: Rural School Consolidation at the Grass Roots in Early Twentieth-Century Iowa (Reynolds, 1999) Results of this study bring to light issues of the one-room school and its historical struggle to exist as a center venue for community life in rural America (Zimmerman, 2009) . As Zimmerman writes in Small Wonder: The Little Red Schoolhouse in History and Memory, the one-room school was "neither as rundown as critics claimed nor as bucolic as defenders imagined" (Cited in Kauffman, 2009 ). For many parents and citizens, the struggle to keep the one-room school was about defending principles of local autonomy and human-scale democracy.
Lay citizens who participated in the focus groups in this study believe they must begin networking with leaders inside and outside of their communities to collect and share factual information on the benefits of a frontier school to its community. In their view, working and living on the frontier is not for most people, but state and federal policy decisions should support public education that seeks to serve families and communities in isolated rural areas.
Conclusion
Both educators and lay citizens in this study provide numerous examples of how the small schools, immersed in a culture seldom experienced by most Americans, benefit them and students. The challenges of declining student populations, funding limitations, and other issues are accelerating, with negative consequences on schools and communities. Sustaining a public school in this unique place of the American landscape will require collaboration and change by those who live inside and outside frontier areas like Montana. Thanks to funding provided by the Oro Y Plata Foundation, this research will help guide work of the Montana Small Schools Alliance in supporting the frontier schools of Montana, as well as inform leaders in other rural communities that embrace public education as a cornerstone of their future prosperity.
Suggestions for Future Research
From this study, the researchers learned that educators and lay citizens on the Montana frontier are well aware of the modern demands on them to provide a quality public education for all students. Schools obviously play a critical role in the future prosperity of individual students as well as their communities. Schools are expected to support the culture and way of life associated with living on the frontier, while also educating students for a productive future regardless of where they choose to live.
Educating students in frontier areas seems to demand understanding a context that honors practicality for making a living and reinforces the unique value of culture in student and community development. Educators and other residents live on the frontier because they identify with and want to contribute to this unique way of life, but increasingly they face challenges that attract little attention from those who could help provide meaningful solutions.
We offer a list of 12 research questions that may help address some critical issues associated with offering public education in rural communities of states with "frontier" areas. Frontier schools are an important segment of public education that deserve the urgent attention of policymakers, researchers, technical assistance providers, and private foundations. 1. What collaborative approaches among communities, educators, governmental agencies, and entities in the private sector offer the most promise for addressing population loss in frontier areas? 2. What joint policy and funding strategies should be targeted between the US Department of Education and the US Department of Agriculture to support educating students in frontier areas? 3. What current and evolving learning technologies have applications for increasing curriculum offerings, student learning, and teacher development in frontier areas? 4. What are the most critical professional development needs of teachers who work in frontier schools for addressing meaningful problems of practice, particularly teachers who serve dual instructional and administrative roles? 5. What strategies offer the most promise in addressing teacher recruitment and retention issues of schools districts in frontier areas? 6. How could community leaders, lay citizens, and educators collect and disseminate accurate information to effectively reveal the essential role of schools to community viability and prosperity in frontier areas? 7. What state and federal education policy and funding practices are necessary to support educating students in frontier areas that complement local control of "public" schools, including virtual schools and public charter schools? 8. How does academic performance of students in frontier schools compare to that of students in other rural, urban and suburban schools?
